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Abstract
Dog-fighting was historically a working-class pursuit within predominantly white, 
working-class subcultures, representing a distinct type of organised animal exploi-
tation. However, contemporary dog-fighting has moved way from its organised 
pit-based origins to encompass varied forms of organised activity including street 
dog-fighting in the form of chain fighting or chain rolling, the use of dogs as sta-
tus or weapon dogs. This paper examines dog-fighting from a green criminologi-
cal perspective as a distinct form of organised and subcultural crime. Analysis of 
UK legislation identifies that the specific offence of ‘dog-fighting’ does not exist. 
Instead, dog-fighting is contained within the ‘animal fighting’ offence, prohibited by 
provisions of the Animal Welfare Act 2006. However, beyond the actual fight activi-
ties (pitting dogs against each other or attacking humans), a range of other offences 
are associated with dog-fighting including: illegal gambling; attending dog-fighting 
events; animal welfare harms; and the breeding and selling of dogs for fighting. This 
paper’s analysis examines contemporary legal perspectives on such activities; also 
discussing how illegal fieldsports (e.g. dog-fighting and cock-fighting) are domi-
nated by organised crime elements of gambling and distinctly masculine subcultures 
through which a hierarchy of offending is established and developed. Commensurate 
with previous research that identifies different offender behaviours and offending 
within animal crime, this paper concludes that variation exists in the nature of dog-
fighting to the extent that a single approach to offenders and offending behaviour is 
unlikely to be successful.
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Introduction
Dog-fighting is a form of animal harm that over the years has been subject to crimi-
nalisation via laws protecting non-human animals from human exploitation (Nurse 
2013).1 Its situation within organised crime discourse also reflects its links with 
gambling, the group dynamics involved in its organisation and its association with 
gangs and youth culture. However, while discussion of dog-fighting often centres on 
one ‘traditional’ type of activity, contemporary dog-fighting has broadened from its 
organised pit-based origins to encompass varied forms of organised activity includ-
ing street dog-fighting in the form of chain fighting or chain rolling and the use of 
dogs as status or weapon dogs (Harding and Nurse 2015). Thus, there are arguably 
not only different types of dog-fighting in existence but also varied types of organ-
ised crime involved in the activity and its associated illegal acts.
This article examines dog-fighting from a green criminological perspective as a 
distinct form of organised and subcultural crime. It considers the question ‘to what 
extent is dog-fighting characterised as organised crime and how does such classifi-
cation influence the enforcement approach?’. It also considers the extent to which a 
green criminological perspective should be applied to such activity, considering the 
nature of animal harm within an ecological justice approach that applies concepts 
of justice beyond species boundaries (Benton 2007). UK dog-fighting is primarily 
caught within animal welfare legislation, which creates criminal offences in respect 
of harm caused to protected animals and any failure to provide appropriate stand-
ards of animal welfare (Nurse 2016; Nurse and Ryland 2014). However, beyond the 
actual fight activities (pitting dogs against each other or using dogs to attack other 
humans), a range of other offences are associated with dog-fighting including: ille-
gal gambling; attending dog-fighting events; animal welfare harms; and the breeding 
and selling of dogs for fighting. This article’s analysis examines contemporary legal 
perspectives on such activities as part of the consideration of dog-fighting as a group 
activity that should be considered within a broader conception of criminal networks 
than might fit within normative conceptions of ‘organised’ crime (Nurse and Wyatt 
2020). It identifies that various conceptions on organised crime exists and that dog-
fighting activity exists within various structural conceptions. Thus, the paper’s anal-
ysis identifies how different types of organised activity are at work in dog-fighting. 
It also discusses how illegal fieldsports (e.g. dog-fighting and cock-fighting) are 
dominated by organised crime elements of gambling and distinctly masculine sub-
cultures through which a hierarchy of offending is established and developed. This 
paper examines how the enforcement approach to dog-fighting arguably needs to 
consider the dynamics of group offending within dog-fighting activity.
1 The term non-human animal is used throughout this article although it should be noted that legislation 
usually uses the term ‘animal’, and this is used for accuracy in the names of legislation and when quoting 
directly from prior and legislative sources.
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Methods
This paper is largely theoretical and literature based in respect of advancing con-
ceptions on organised crime and masculinities as a cause of dog-fighting activity. 
However, it also draws on the author’s prior research into wildlife and animal crime 
and makes use of both empirical research (including prior research) and documen-
tary analysis. For this paper, a literature review was conducted in order to identify 
factors prevalent in dog-fighting and to examine; how dog-fighting is conceptual-
ised in law; the different types of activity and behaviours that exist in dog-fighting 
and the enforcement response to dog-fighting. The literature selection considered 
the research question outlined earlier in the paper with a direct focus on examining 
how understanding of behaviours and motivations of those involved in dog-fighting 
are incorporated into enforcement and legislative approaches. Literature was consid-
ered that indicated the existence of masculinities within animal harm (Nurse 2013) 
or where evidence of a particularly male offending characteristic was present as a 
factor in animal harm or dog-fighting activity. The literature review examined prior 
research on animal fighting, animal abuse and dog-fighting and on enforcement 
approaches to dog-fighting and animal abuse. Studies in these areas have examined 
the extent to which violent male offenders are exposed to or are engaged in animal 
abuse alongside other activities such as illegal gambling. Studies have also consid-
ered the extent to which animal abuse can be characterised as a distinctly male activ-
ity where individuals’ criminal activity is linked to or reinforces their masculinity 
(Nurse 2013; Linzey 2009; Kimmel et al. 2005). Accordingly, this article examines 
what the available research reveals about the extent to which dog-fighting is primar-
ily the preserve of male offenders. For example, an analysis of selected available 
prosecutions data was conducted in respect of animal abuse offending in the UK. 
The author’s research on dog-fighting in the UK, for example, identified that the 
majority of those prosecuted for dog-fighting offences (over 90%) are male (Harding 
& Nurse 2015).
During the period 2000 to 2008 the author also conducted research into wild-
life crime, which has also informed this article’s research. This prior research into 
wildlife crime conducted interviews with the majority of UK wildlife NGOs focused 
on the scale of wildlife crime, the nature of offending behaviour that contravened 
legislation, and the adequacy of UK law and enforcement approaches. The inter-
views provided considerable information on the nature of offenders involved in 
wildlife and animal crime, who are predominantly male. What emerged from the 
interviews and empirical research was a clearer picture of the nature of wildlife and 
animal crime in the UK as well as a picture of the types of offenders involved. One 
finding of the previous research was that whilst male offending dominated, offend-
ers have different motivations and rationalisations for their offending (Nurse 2011, 
2013). Thus, rather than all animal offenders fitting into the perceived wisdom of the 
rationally driven, profit-motivated offender, a range of offender types exist, includ-
ing that of the masculinities offender and different aspects of group offending.
In developing this article, information provided in the author’s earlier field-
work and the evidence of previous studies into animal abuse and dog-fighting as 
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well as the criminological literature on organised crime and legal and enforce-
ment approaches to dog-fighting  was considered. By combining this informa-
tion this article seeks to evaluate the nature of dog-fighting, drawing on prior 
research, as well as the detail of dog-fighting law and the appropriate enforce-
ment approach.
The Nature of Dog‑Fighting
While it is beyond the scope of this article to provide an exhaustive description of 
dog-fighting’s rules and processes, some basic elements are accepted within defini-
tions of dog-fighting. Evans et al (1998: 827) define dog-fighting as ‘the act of bait-
ing two dogs against each other for entertainment or gain. It involves placing two 
dogs in a pit until one either quits or dies.’ Integral to the conduct of a fight is that 
the two dogs are required to fight each other until there is a clear conclusion to the 
fight. As Lawson explains:
In its most extreme and organised form, dog fights will last until one dog fails 
to scratch (charge over their corner ‘’scratch line’, into the centre of the pit to 
engage with the other dog); jumps out of the pit, dies, or is declared the win-
ner, which can take anything from just a few minutes up to a few hours. The 
losing dog, unless kept for breeding based on its bloodlines and past perfor-
mances, may often be beaten, drowned, shot or strangled to death, sometimes 
on the night as entertainment for the other participants.
(2017: 343-344)
Notwithstanding this commonly accepted notion of dog-fighting as pit based 
activity, arguably there is variation in the different types of dog-fighting that can take 
place and thus variation in the behaviours of those involved and their motivations. 
Table 1  The Three Levels of Dog Fighting
(Harding and Nurse 2015: 14, adapted from Hardiman 2009; Ortiz 2010)
Level Activity
One ‘Off the Chain fights’ • One on One impromptu street fights
• Arranged by teens (who or may not be gang involved)
• Little/ no money involved
• No dog fight rules employed
Two ‘Hobbyists’ • Fights in abandoned buildings or garages
• Often gang affiliated
• Gambling involved
• Trunking – placing dogs in car boots (trunks)
Three ‘Professional’ • Sophisticated Dog Rings
• Carried out in a Pit
• Spectators, Handlers, Referee
• Hundreds of thousands of pounds wagered
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Harding (2014: 163) identified three levels of dog-fighting drawing on the work of 
Hardiman (2009) and Ortiz (2010) and as outlined in Table 1 below.
Thus, while pit-based dog-fighting takes place within what may be easily rec-
ognised as an organised and network-based structure, other kinds of activity take 
place including more informal types of dog-fighting. In addition, the differentiated 
nature of the activities and types of dog-fighting that take place also indicate that 
offenders have different motivations for engaging in dog-fighting. For example, at 
the more professional end, the nature of dog-fighting is such that adherents consider 
this to be a sport consisting of ‘highly organised events with their own subculture 
attached to them’ (Nurse 2013: 43). This partially distinguishes the activity from 
that of the Hobbyists and ‘Off the Chain’ fights who operate within a ‘looser’ form 
of organisation including disorganised types of network (Wyatt et al. 2020). As with 
other forms of underground clandestine activity this complicates the accuracy of 
data on the amount of dog-fighting that takes place each year. Lawson’s analysis of 
dog fighting complaints and convictions recorded by the RSPCA for England and 
Wales from 2006 to 2015 identified a total of 4,855 complaints of organised fighting 
involving a dog. The total number of dogs involved in the complaints reported was 
12,213. During the period of these complaints there were a total of 137 convictions 
(Lawson 2017: 346). RSPCA figures for the following years show 15 convictions 
for Sect.  8 animal fighting in 2017, 17 in 2018 but none in 2019 (RSPCA 2020: 
16). Massagee (2015) suggests that dog-fighting in the US is a half a billion dollar 
industry, consistent with the view of a 2007 New York Times story that described it 
as a multi-million dollar industry. Following NFL star Michael Vick’s high profile 
conviction for dog-fighting (Coleman 2009) the BBC suggested the US industry to 
involve an estimated 40,000 people ‘using some 250,000 dogs’ (Smith-Spark 2007). 
The uncertain size of the industry notwithstanding, Smith (2011) argues that dog-
fighting should be considered an illegal entrepreneurial crime because it is primarily 
committed for the purpose of financial gain. However, in the context of this paper’s 
overall research question, how dog-fighting is defined in law becomes important in 
considering whether it is or can be dealt with as animal crime or serious/organised 
crime.
Dog‑Fighting Offences
Nurse and Harding (2016: 2) identified that in the UK ‘dog-fighting laws exist 
within animal welfare and cruelty statutes to the extent that dog-fighting laws do not 
exist independently of general anti-cruelty statutes as is the case in the US’. Animal 
offences are frequently considered to be victimless crimes largely due to the reality 
that animals are generally considered to be property and not as victims according 
to legal classifications (Nurse 2016). However, US law (discussed later in this arti-
cle) generally classes dog-fighting as a felony which carries much stiffer penalties 
than standard anti-cruelty laws. This felony status also influences law enforcement 
responses to dog-fighting, particularly that which is ‘organised’ in nature. While the 
seriousness of the activity is not in doubt, analysis of UK legislation identifies that 
the specific offence of ‘dog-fighting’ does not exist. Instead, the act of dog-fighting 
 Trends in Organized Crime
1 3
is contained within the more generalised ‘animal fighting’ offence, prohibited by 
provisions of the Animal Welfare Act 2006. This Act considers both direct partici-
pation in dog-fighting as well as indirect activities such as betting on dog-fights, 
attendance at such engagements and publicity of dog fights. It should also be noted 
that UK law regulates the breeding and selling of dogs considered to be fighting 
dogs, primarily through the Dangerous Dogs Act 1991.2
Actual participation in dog-fighting is primarily covered by Sect. 8 of the UK’s 
Animal Welfare Act 2006 which states as follows:
1. A person commits an offence if he
 A) causes an animal fight to take place, or attempts to do so;
 B) knowingly receives money for admission to an animal fight;
 C) knowingly publicises a proposed animal fight;
 D) provides information about an animal fight to another with the intention 
of enabling or encouraging attendance at the fight;
 E) makes or accepts a bet on the outcome of an animal fight or on the likeli-
hood of anything occurring or not occurring in the course of an animal 
fight;
 F) takes part in an animal fight;
 G) has in his possession anything designed or adapted for use in connection 
with an animal fight with the intention of its being so used;
 H) keeps or trains an animal for use for in connection with an animal fight;
 I) keeps any premises for use for an animal fight.
Section 8(2) of the Act also makes it an offence for a person to be present at an 
animal fight without lawful authority or reasonable excuse. The offences outlined 
above relate to direct engagement with animal fighting and illustrate its perceived 
nature as a group activity, in particular one that involves spectators willing to pay 
admission for attendance and one that involves illegal gambling. The Act’s definition 
of animal fighting specifies it as ‘an occasion on which a protected animal is placed 
with an animal, or with a human, for the purpose of fighting, wrestling or baiting’ 
(Sect. 8 (7) of the Act). The specific wording used ‘makes clear that animal fighting 
is a tightly defined activity which in part is dependent on proving the intent of those 
involved in order to prove the commission of an offence’ (Nurse and Harding 2016: 
3). Potentially the specific wording ‘placed with’ would disqualify ‘impromptu’ 
street fights and chain rolling from a strict interpretation of dog-fighting as being 
deliberate and organised activity. Thus, such activities may be discounted by one 
notion of ‘organised’ crime, that concerning the structured and organised nature of 
animal fighting intended to be caught by the Animal Welfare Act 2006. But they 
2 For criminological analysis of this legislation see, for example, Hallsworth (2011).
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would be caught by other provisions of UK legislation and they are applicable to this 
article’s wider consideration of dog-fighting as being an organised crime activity.
Beyond specific animal-fighting offences, the UK’s Animal Welfare Act 2006 
also makes it an offence to cause suffering to a protected animal (dogs, cats and 
other companion animals are covered within this definition). Section 4 of the Act 
identifies that a person commits an offence if: (a) an act of his, or a failure of his 
to act, causes an animal to suffer, (b) he knew, or ought reasonably to have known, 
that the act, or failure to act, would have that effect or be likely to do so” (s. 4 AWA, 
2006). Importantly this part of the Act relates to both deliberate acts, such as caus-
ing injury to a dog when using harsh and painful methods of training intended to 
toughen the dog and increase its endurance, as well as applying to omissions or neg-
ligence, such as failing to protect a dog from injuries inflicted during a fight. A fail-
ure to seek and provide immediate veterinary attention after a fight would also be 
action that prolongs a dog’s suffering and would be caught by this part of the Act. 
Section 9 of the Act places a duty on a person responsible for an animal to ensure 
animal welfare and states that ‘a person commits an offence if he does not take such 
steps as are reasonable in all the circumstances to ensure that the needs of an ani-
mal for which he is responsible are met to the extent required by good practice’ 
(Sect. 9(1) of the Animal Welfare Act 2006).
The injuries caused to a dog during dog-fighting could give rise to separate 
charges under Sect.  4 of the Act and arguably an owner (or responsible person) 
could be charged even where they may not directly participate in the alleged dog-
fighting. Crucially, this widens the scope of charging those responsible for the dogs 
for the injuries incurred even if participation in the staging of a fight cannot be 
proved. The interpretation of this part of the law was clarified in R (on the applica-
tion of Gray and Another) v Aylesbury Crown Court [2013] EWHC 500 (Admin). 
Gray, a horse farm trader was convicted of causing unnecessary suffering when the 
police seized 115 equines from his premises. Gray appealed against his convictions 
and argued that Sect. 4(1)(bb) of the Animal Welfare Act 2006 required either proof 
of knowledge that the animal was in a condition causing it unnecessary suffering 
or proof that it was showing signs of suffering which could not be missed by a rea-
sonable, caring owner. In essence, Gray argued that for him to be convicted of the 
offence required either actual knowledge or a form of constructive knowledge that 
the animal was showing signs of unnecessary suffering, and so he argued that neg-
ligence (his failure to care for the animals so that they did actually suffer) was not 
sufficient.3 The Court disagreed with Gray’s arguments and identified that Sect. 4(1)
(bb) of the Animal Welfare Act 2006 had as its purpose the imposition of crimi-
nal liability for unnecessary suffering caused to an animal whether by act or omis-
sion and which the person responsible for the animal either had known or should 
3 Gray also raised arguments that his convictions under Sect.  9 of the Act amounted to duplication 
because they were based on the same issues and findings of fact relating to his convictions under Sect. 4. 
These arguments were essentially dismissed, and the appeal judge concluded that there was not complete 
duplication as some of the animals that had been the subject of charges under Sect. 9 had not also been 
the subject of charges under Sect. 4.
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have known was likely to cause unnecessary suffering whether by negligent act or 
omission The Court concluded that Sect. 9(1) of the 2006 Act also sets an objective 
standard of care which a responsible person is required to provide for the animal. As 
a result, the issue is whether the animal has suffered unnecessarily, not the mental 
state (i.e. level of knowledge or intent) of the person concerned. For dog-fighting 
offences, this raises a clear prospect that those involved in placing a dog into a fight 
and being present at the event where the injuries occur would have difficulty in argu-
ing that they are not responsible under Sects. 4 or 9 of the Animal Welfare Act 2006.
In the US, dog-fighting is prohibited at both federal and state level. Federal crimi-
nalization of dogfighting is considered to be important ‘because it provides a sys-
tem that overlaps state programs, allowing federal charges to be brought in instances 
where state enforcement is inadequate or non-existent or where state penalties are 
low’ (Ortiz 2010: 21). Similar provisions to those that exist in the UK are con-
tained in federal laws notably the Animal Fighting Prohibition Enforcement Act of 
2007 which imposes a fine and/or prison term of up to three years for violations 
of the  Animal  Welfare  Act  relating to: (1) sponsoring or exhibiting an animal in 
an animal fighting venture; (2) buying, selling, transporting, delivering, or receiving 
for purposes of transportation, in interstate or foreign commerce, any dog or other 
animal for participation in an  animal  fighting  venture; and (3) using the mails or 
other instrumentality of interstate commerce to promote or further an animal fight-
ing venture (Congress 2007). The Animal Welfare Act was amended in 2014 when 
an additional prohibition against attending fighting events was added and provision 
was made to impose an additional penalty for bringing minors to fighting events. 
The “interstate or foreign commerce” requirement of the AWA gives the federal 
court jurisdiction over an activity otherwise regulated by the state.
Green Criminology, Dog‑Fighting and Animal Exploitation
Green criminology has identified how non-human animals are often commodified 
through laws that, for example, allow the continued exploitation of wildlife as an 
exploitable resource. It has also explored the potential shortcomings of legal sys-
tems and enforcement practices that fail to adequately provide justice for non-human 
animals and that may consider animal crimes as somehow victimless (Sollund 2017; 
Nurse 2015). Green criminology’s ecological justice conception ‘refers to the rela-
tionship of human beings generally to the rest of the natural world’ (White 2008: 
18). This incorporates a focus on ensuring that non-human animals can live free 
from torture, abuse and the destruction of their habitats and that policy and justice 
systems consider and incorporate mechanisms for providing justice when human 
considerations and behaviour prove to be problematic in respect of animals. Green 
criminology further develops these concerns within its species justice concept which 
‘includes the particular consideration that animal welfare and rights ought to be of 
relevance to eco-justice’ (White and Heckenberg 2014: 49). However, non-human 
animals’ status as ‘property’ is integral to the perpetuation of anthropocentric 
views that generally limit legal protection to the extent to which non-human animal 
and human interests coincide (Wise 2000). The green criminological perspective 
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considers this to be problematic and discussions of speciesism have identified it as 
‘the practice of discriminating against non-human animals because they are per-
ceived to be inferior to the human species in much the same way that sexism and 
racism involve prejudice and discrimination against women and people of different 
colour’ (White and Heckenberg 2014: 49). Thus, green criminology identifies that 
many animal crimes fall outside of the mainstream criminological gaze and con-
tends that this is a short-sighted approach that fails to align animal abuse with other 
violent crimes. While several social fieldsports (such as hunting, shooting and fish-
ing) are lawful if carried out in accordance with regulations that may specify when 
non-human animals can be killed or taken and may restrict the methods that might 
be used in killing or taking non-human animals, illegal activities such as ‘hunting 
with dogs or animal baiting, have been criminalised by various jurisdictions yet con-
tinue as underground ‘sports’ despite the illegality of doing so (Nurse and Wyatt 
2020:52; Kalof and Taylor 2007; Smith 2011). Undoubtedly dog-fighting constitutes 
a form of animal harm which prior green criminological research has defined as:
Animal harm is any unauthorized act or omission that violates national or 
international animal law whether anti-cruelty, conservation, animal protection, 
wildlife or general law that contains animal protection provisions (including 
the protection of animals as property) and is subject to either criminal prosecu-
tion and criminal sanctions, including cautioning and disposal by means other 
than a criminal trial or which provides for civil sanctions to redress the harm 
caused to the animal whether directly or indirectly. Animal harm may involve 
injury to or killing of animals, removal from the wild, possession or reducing 
into captivity, or the sale or exploitation of animals or products derived from 
animals. Animal harm also includes the causing of either physical or psycho-
logical distress.
(Nurse 2013: 57).
Kalof and Taylor (2007: 330) identify that as green criminology ‘seeks to under-
stand and confront the social problem of animal cruelty’ it is well placed to develop 
or contribute to a discourse of dog-fighting centred around the physical, psycholog-
ical and emotional abuse of the non-human animals themselves. However, situat-
ing dog-fighting within mainstream law enforcement efforts also requires negating 
anthropocentric viewpoints towards non-human animals that limit the priority given 
to their harm. Accordingly, this article contends that the animal harm concerns are 
best allied to organised crime concerns which law enforcement is already predis-
posed to take seriously. This is particularly the case in respect of masculinities based 
group offending.
Dog‑Fighting and Masculinity Subculture
Maher and Pierpoint (2011) identify a level of social anxiety in the UK centred 
around the perception of a status dogs’ problem where youth dog ownership of so 
called ‘dangerous dogs’ relates to extrinsically motivated dog ownership linked to 
criminal and anti-social purposes. In the UK context, the term ‘status dog’ generally 
 Trends in Organized Crime
1 3
refers to breeds historically considered to be fighting dogs such as the bull breeds 
(e.g. Staffordshire bull terrier American Pit Bull terrier, American Bully). Owner-
ship of these dogs has been documented ‘to confer an image of toughness, an air of 
aggression, and their use as an extension of UK youth gang violence (for example 
as weapons in turf wars)’ (Maher et al 2017: 132). Research has also identified that 
masculinities offences, particularly those linked to direct exploitation of non-human 
animals, are seldom committed by lone individuals (Nurse 2013). In some of these 
crimes (e.g. pit-based dog-fighting) ‘the main motivation is the exercise of power 
allied to sport or entertainment’ which often links with organised crime and gam-
bling (Nurse 2020:915).
Sykes and Matza’s neutralization theory (1957) can be applied to the justifica-
tions used by offenders that gives them the freedom to act (and a post-act ration-
alization for doing so) while other theories explain why animal harm offenders are 
motivated to commit specific crimes (Nurse 2013). Animal offenders often exist 
within distinct communities where the crimes take place, frequently outside of the 
gaze of the wider community by virtue of being an underground or hidden activ-
ity and there is a lack of disapproving neighbours or a distinct law enforcement 
presence to exert essential controls on offending (especially in respect of wildlife 
offences which often take place in remote areas). Offenders may also live within a 
community or subculture of their own which accepts their offences. Nurse (2013) 
identified that many animal harm offences carry only fines or lower level prison 
terms which reinforce the notion of animal harm as ‘minor’ offences unworthy of 
official activity within mainstream criminal justice. In addition, Sutherland’s (1973) 
differential association theory helps to explain the situation that occurs when poten-
tial animal abusers and wildlife offenders learn their activities from others in their 
community or social group (Sutherland 1973). Communities engulfed in subcultural 
acceptance of animal harm can encourage the main learning process for criminal 
behaviour within intimate groups and association with others and provide the organ-
isational structure that facilities, encourages and supports deviant behaviour like 
illegal dog-fighting. Such offending also fits within the notion of crimes of mascu-
linities involving cruelty to, or power over, animals, in some cases linked to sporting 
or ‘hobby’ pursuits, perceptions by the offender of their actions being part of their 
culture where toughness, masculinity and smartness (Wilson 1985) combine with a 
love of excitement. In the case of animal baiting sports (e.g. badger-baiting, badger-
digging, hare coursing, dog-fighting and cock-fighting) for example, gambling and 
association with other like-minded males are factors and provide a strong incentive 
for new members to join already established networks of offenders.
American research on non-human animal and wildlife-oriented crimes of the 
masculine, including cockfighting and cock-fighting gangs, illustrate the existence 
of such masculine subcultures. Thus, “cock-fighting can be said to have a mythos 
centered on the purported behaviour and character of the gamecock itself. Cocks 
are seen as emblems of bravery and resistance in the face of insurmountable odds” 
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(Hawley 1993, 2). Gullone (2012:13) noted dog-fighting as fitting into one of Kellert 
and Felthous’ (1985) nine motivations for animal cruelty, namely that of the expres-
sion of aggression through a non-human animal.4 Maher et  al (2017) identify the 
cyclical nature of status dog ownership and anti-social behaviour as arguably self-
reinforcing such that dogs:
(1) Are labelled as aggressive, dangerous and linked to criminality (for 
example dog-fighting, (2) are established as valued amongst deviant youth; 
(3) become further associated with oppositional culture and are labelled 
as socially deviant and vilified by mainstream society, (4) have their status 
elevated amongst deviant youths and those pursuing anti-social or criminal 
activities (Ragatz et al. 2009 and Schenk et al. 2012), and (55) are abandoned, 
rejected and killed by mainstream society (including non-deviant bull-breed 
owners). Moreover ownership of these dog breeds then becomes a tool with 
which society can label antisocial youth and other owners.
Thus, societal condemnation of status dog-ownership risks enforcing notions of 
masculinity linked to the perceived outlaw status of the dogs themselves and their 
acceptance as an illicit commodity. Engagement in ‘animal fighting’ activity height-
ens this as the fighting involved is ‘an affirmation of masculine identity in an increas-
ingly complex and diverse era’ (Hawley 1993, 1), and the fighting spirit of the birds 
or dogs has great symbolic significance to participants as does the ability of fighting 
and hunting dogs to take punishment. Thus, such activities arguably speak to dis-
tinctly male characteristics and provide a means through which masculine stereo-
types can be reinforced and developed through offending behaviour (Goodey 1997) 
and are important factors in addressing offending behaviour that may sometimes be 
overlooked (Groombridge 1998).
The male-bonding element of animal fighting identified by Hawley is significant 
to considerations of the organised nature of animal abuse, as is the banding together 
of men from the margins of society or from a shared cultural background for whom 
issues of belonging, male pride, and achievement are important. Such considera-
tions can be powerful factors in the development of a subculture where offending 
activity is accepted by participants, spectators and support networks. In discussing 
cock-fighting in America, Hawley (1993) explains that ‘young men are taken under 
the wing of an older male relative or father, and taught all aspects of chicken care 
and lore pertaining to the sport. Females are generally not significant players in this 
macho milieu’ although special events for women ‘powder puff’ derbies are some-
times arranged (Hawley 1993, 5). Forsyth and Evans (1998) reached similar findings 
in researching dog-fighting in the United States, illustrating how Sykes and Matza’s 
(1957) neutralization techniques might be deployed to defend and justify the animal 
abuse and illegal activity linked to such offending. Forsyth and Evans noted that in 
order to maintain rationalizations concerning their activities, ‘the dogmen use four 
recurring techniques: (a) denial of injury; (b) condemnation of the condemners; (c) 
4 For further discussion of dog-fighting as symbolic masculinity and expression of aggression see, for 
example Kalof 2014, Kavesh 2019, Alonso-Recarte 2020.
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appeal to higher loyalties; and (d) a defense that says dogmen are good people (their 
deviance-dogfighting expunged by their good character)’ (1998: 2013). Thus, pres-
ervation of and pride in their sport as a historical practice, an attachment to smaller 
groups and loyalty to dogfighting and dogmen took precedence over attachment to 
society for the dogmen, with dog-fighting having great cultural significance and 
wider social importance for the dogmen and other masculinities offenders. Harding 
and Nurse’s research into UK dog-fighting (2015, 2016) also identified the impor-
tance of a masculine group dynamic and, in an analysis of dog-fighting activity and 
prosecutions in the United Kingdom, also noted the extent to which dog-fighting 
had become a masculinities-based group activity on the part of different participants 
(e.g. organisers, participants and spectators).
Previous research (Nurse, 2013) indicates that as a causation of animal harm, the 
denial of injury is an important factor indicating not only that individuals do not see 
any harm in their activity but also confirming the view of animals as a commod-
ity rather than as sentient beings suffering as a result of the individual’s actions. 
In addition, the perception that certain animals do not feel pain allows offenders 
to commit their offences without considering the impact of their actions or feeling 
any guilt over them. However, in dog-fighting, it is precisely the animal’s ability to 
endure pain and to inflict it on an opponent that is integral to the activity’s appeal. 
Those involved identify with these masculine traits in their dogs and work hard to 
ensure that they are brought out. At the more professional end of dog-fighting (see 
Table 1) organisational structures are in place to support such ideologies.
Dog‑Fighting and Organised Crime
Kalof and Taylor (2007) estimated that more than 40,000 dog fighters were active 
in urban centres of the United States at the time of their analysis. They also identi-
fied that ‘some dog fighters are skilled professionals who operate in national and 
international clandestine networks, but others are mid-level dog fighters who remain 
in specific geographical regions’ (2007: 324). Smith (2011) identified that activities 
such as dog-fighting take place in a closed social milieu to which the authorities and 
the academic researcher cannot legitimately gain access. Harding and Nurse (2016) 
identified that while dog-fighting is classified primarily as animal welfare and ani-
mal abuse crime it is also a distinctly status crime. However, the illegal activities 
associated with dog-fighting can legitimately be regarded as being an entrepreneur-
ial activity as they entail trading in a Kirznerian sense as well as financial implica-
tions associated with gambling (Smith, 2011).
Throughout the literature on dog-fighting a picture emerges of varied types of 
organised activity. In their analysis of organised crime in the illegal wildlife trade 
Wyatt et al. (2020) identified three types of organised crime groups, organised, cor-
porate and disorganised groups. Two of these groups are clearly involved in illegal 
dog-fighting, organised and disorganised groups. Wyatt et al.’s definition of organ-
ised groups concluded that these are ‘highly-organized, disciplined, rational, and 
may use violence or corruption to control illegal goods and/or services for profit. 
In addition, the group has existed for a significant length of time’ (2020: 353). 
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Wyatt et al. 2020: 353) note that in respect of some animal related crimes, the nature 
of the organisation and the crime need not define a crime as ‘serious’ according 
to the United Nations definition of seriousness as “conduct constituting an offence 
punishable by a maximum deprivation of liberty of at least four years or a more 
serious penalty” (United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC) 2004: 5). 
Arguably there is also some corporate crime involvement allied to dog-fighting par-
ticularly in respect of its ancillary activities, the lucrative world of dog-fighting mer-
chandise (such as recordings of fights, prohibited under the UK’s Animal Welfare 
Act 2008) and the commercialised nature of high-end dog-fighting which involves 
thousands of pounds in high end gambling and that sometimes involves interstate 
activity. Professional dog-fighting is often discussed in the context of a dog-fighting 
network or ‘ring’. Thus, it lends itself to consideration within normative considera-
tions of hierarchical organised crime. Smith (2011) identified dog-fighting as being 
organised criminal activity that was engaged in by urban criminals and especially 
by organised thieves and drug dealers. As Heger (2011:242) identified, dog fights 
‘require networking, preparation, and coordination between at least two, and typi-
cally three or more, parties such as kennels, dog ―sponsors, referees, the fight 
promoter, and spectators’. Accordingly, ‘dogfights often mark the synchronization of 
criminal efforts from various players, all linked together through their common pur-
pose of the fighting ring’’ (Heger 2011: 242). The prevalence of gambling and the 
large sums of money to be made from organised dog-fighting means that the ‘sport’ 
attracts the involvement of organised crime wishing to take advantage of the sport’s 
profits. As Kalof and Taylor noted in assessing research on dog-fighting in Detroit 
‘organised dog fights emerge as serious racketeering activities – business ventures 
that draw a cross section of spectators from the middle class, the working class, the 
wealthy and the street culture’ (2007: 326).
At the ‘disorganised’ end, dog-fighting is inextricably linked to inner city gang 
culture where dogs are seen as status symbols and are also used for security and 
enforcement. As this article identifies, varied forms of dog-fighting exist and the 
more informal types of dog-fighting reflect  Wyatt et al.’s (2020) notion of disorgan-
isation and Reuter’s (1986) conception of disorganised crime, notwithstanding the 
fact that the violence visited on each other by the dogs is undoubtedly violence. But 
as Table 1 (earlier) indicates, the ‘impromptu’ street rolls and low-level dog-fighting 
are distinguished from the pit-based and more organised variant, reflecting a notion 
of being conducted by parties who are less organised or monopolistic in their organ-
isation and purpose. Thus, urban street culture dog-fighting represented by ‘Off the 
Chain’ fights and the ‘Hobbyists’ are arguably closer to a conception of disorganised 
crime than the clearly organised crime fights of the professional rings. This variance 
in behaviour has implications for the enforcement approach to dog-fighting.
Prosecuting Dog‑Fighting
Given the organised but underground nature of dog-fighting, standard animal wel-
fare enforcement approaches are arguably inadequate to address the full range of 
offending incorporated within dog-fighting. Most animal welfare and many animal 
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abuse offences are dealt with by a mixture of police and animal welfare charities. 
Thus, bodies such as the RSPCA, SSCPCA, RSPCA (Australia), the League Against 
Cruel Sports (LACS) and the American Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to 
Animals (ASPCA) may routinely find themselves the first port of call for dealing 
with harm to or neglect of an animal. This may include injuries arising from dog-
fighting and in some cases animal welfare charities with investigative departments 
will also liaise with policing agencies in anti-dog-fighting operations.
However, whereas much animal abuse or animal welfare offending might not 
be considered a policing priority, dog-fighting attracts the attention of police and 
prosecutors ‘because those engaged in animal fighting also tend to be involved in 
additional criminal conduct, such as gambling, guns and illegal drugs’ (Schaffner 
2011: 35). Nurse (2013) identified that the public policy response to masculinities 
crimes such as dog-fighting reflects acceptance of the propensity towards violence 
of offenders involved in such offences. However, by necessity, dog-fighting investi-
gations may be complex and require techniques such as infiltration of gangs, surveil-
lance activities, undercover operations and in-depth financial investigations. Investi-
gations can also be lengthy and resource intensive. For example, Masagee (2015:2) 
notes that the conviction of an Alabama dog-fight organiser to an eight-year prison 
term came only after a four-year investigation. Ortiz (2010) suggested that dog-fight-
ing attracted a low level of prosecution in the US. The reasons for this were iden-
tified as ‘differences in the values people place on prosecution, the costs involved 
in investigating cases, and the difficulties of proving the criminal violations’ (Ortiz 
2010: 27). The valuation of animal crime as not being a mainstream enforcement 
priority has been commented on by several green criminologists and arguably 
reflects anthropocentric notions of animals as property. Ortiz suggested that ‘even 
between those states that agree that dogfighting should be a certain category (felony 
or misdemeanour), criminal sanctions for the activity differ which shows a differ-
ent value for the crime’ (2010: 28). Maximum penalties for dog-fighting offences 
were recently increased in the UK by virtue of the Animal Welfare (Sentencing) Act 
2021 which increased maximum penalties from to five years for offences under any 
of Sects. 4, 5, 6(1) and (2), 7 and 8 of the Animal Welfare Act 2006. This captures 
offences of causing unnecessary suffering to a dog (Sect. 4) and relating to animal 
fighting (Sect. 8).
The costs of conducting investigations become problematic when the possible 
conclusions of a ‘successful’ investigation are that seized dogs must be housed, 
often at considerable expense, or may need to be euthanised. Where dog-fighting 
is a mutli-jurisdictional problem (for example involving several different US states 
or even more than one country), investigative costs could increase and this may dis-
courage authorisation for investigation. Heger notes ‘the largest fight-ring bust in 
the U.S. entailed acquiring remote farmland, purchasing forty fight dogs, keeping 
two officers undercover for eighteen months, and participating in fights’ (2011:254). 
The case resulted in more than 500 dogs being rescued from twenty-nine sites from 
across eight states. While there were twenty-six arrests ‘the resulting convictions 
ranged from twenty-four months in federal prison down to only probation’ while the 
costs of caring for the seized animals were estimated at $350,000 (Heger 2011:254). 
While this one large case is unlikely to be typical, it does represent a problem that 
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green criminologists identify in other areas of non-human animal crime, namely 
that without recognition of the harm caused to animals by such offending or a clear 
link to more ‘mainstream’ offending that criminal justice agencies understand, such 
offences may remain under-prosecuted (Nurse 2015).
Dog-fighters also represent a particular type of masculinities offender (Nurse 
2013) considered to be more dangerous than other animal offenders (with the pos-
sible exception of wildlife crime’s organised gangs) and evidence suggests that 
investigations also need to be tailored with this in mind and taking into account 
the likely benefits at the conclusion of an investigation. The challenges of proving 
animal fighting violations were noted by Nurse and Harding (2016) who concluded 
that ‘dog-fighting offences may not always be prosecuted or identified as such given 
the nature of harms caused to dogs during fighting activities and the availability of 
‘lesser’ but more easily provable offences such as failure to provide animal welfare’. 
From an animal welfare perspective, the relative ease of proving that harm to an 
animal has occurred and thus, in the UK at least, the duty to provide animal welfare 
has not been met and thus an offence has occurred. However, the organised crime 
elements of dog-fighting offences require more extensive consideration particularly 
in respect of the linked illegal action. Thus, arguments have been made that pros-
ecutorial approaches more explicitly routed in organised crime discourse should be 
employed.
In US dog-fighting discourse arguments have been made for use of the fed-
eral Racketeering Influenced and Corrupt Organizations Act (RICO), which was 
included in the Organised Crime Control Act of 1970., RICO was arguably origi-
nally conceived as an anti-mafia tool, but has developed to engage with other forms 
of corruption and organised activity. The four key themes of RICO are that:
First, income acquired through racketeering or illegal debts may not be used to 
purchase interest in an enterprise. Second, the racketeering proceeds or illegal 
debts may not themselves be used to gain or maintain interest in an enterprise. 
Third, an enterprise may not conduct its affairs through a pattern of racketeer-
ing or the collection of illegal debts. Finally, any conspiracies to commit the 
above acts are prohibited.
(Heger 2011: 256).
RICO charges may be based either on a ‘pattern of racketeering’ or on the col-
lection of unlawful debt notwithstanding some of the challenges of establishing 
that a pattern of racketeering exists (Massagee 2015: 1). Racketeering as defined 
by the statute refers to committing any of the approximately one hundred offenses 
or ‘predicate offenses’ specifically listed within the RICO statute. However, while 
187 predicate offenses include certain state charges involving, for example, murder, 
kidnapping, gambling, arson, robbery, bribery, extortion, dealing in obscene matter, 
or dealing in a controlled substance, as well as an expansive list of federal offenses, 
‘neither dogfighting nor other Animal Welfare Act violations are listed as predicate 
offenses under the RICO statute’ (Heger 2011: 257).
While it is beyond the scope of this article to explore RICO or its equivalents 
in depth, the application of legislation that gives options to enforcers and pros-
ecutors options to consider the organised crime elements of racketeering as part 
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of dog-fighting prosecutions provides some hope for addressing the animal abuse 
aspects of such offences alongside the organised elements. Heger (2011: 270) argues 
that RICO is appropriate given the business-like nature of associated dog-fighting 
crimes as well as some of the evidential/proof issues in dog-fighting statutes. The 
Animal Legal Defense fund identified that most states have  RICO  statutes and 
that ‘as of January 2018,  New Jersey  and Texas have made dog fighting a predi-
cate RICO offense; and Kansas has made both dog fighting and cockfighting pred-
icate offenses’ (ALDF 2019). Notably, 6 US states have made all animal fighting 
predicate offences.
The importance of applying RICO or other organised crime tools to dog-fighting 
is that while a focus on the dogs is core concern of animal welfare and animal pro-
tection law, use of organised crime tools also provides a mechanism for more serious 
penalties, such as seizure of assets and equipment. It also brings dog-fighting within 
the remit of mainstream law enforcement arguably better resourced to conduct such 
investigations whilst ensuring the associated animal abuse is brought clearly within 
the remit of public prosecutors.
Conclusions on Dog‑Fighting and Organised Crime
The paper has considered the extent to which dog-fighting is characterised as organ-
ised crime and whether any such classification influences or assists enforcement 
approaches. Commensurate with previous research that identifies different offender 
behaviours and offending exist within animal crime (Nurse 2011; 2013), this paper’s 
examination concludes that variation exists in the nature of dog-fighting to the 
extent that a single approach to offenders and offending behaviour is unlikely to be 
successful. There are different types of dog-fighting as well as different motivations 
and engagement with associated illegal activity. But the underlying conclusion is 
that dog-fighting operates within organised and disorganised structures and is pri-
marily a group activity.
At the more ‘professional’ end, dog-fighting engages with normative organised 
crime behaviour such as illegal gambling, racketeering and the engagement of crim-
inal networks in lucrative, illegal activity. At the lower end of the scale, there is 
less organisation and arguably a level of disorganisation, that nevertheless engages 
with illegal gambling (in respect of the ‘Hobbyists) and is gang affiliated. The dif-
ferences in types of offender and behaviour should be considered when developing 
enforcement and prosecution strategies and perhaps preventative ones. But underly-
ing the different types of dog-fighting are key issues of masculinities and anthro-
pocentric attitudes towards animals as property to be exploited and used for human 
entertainment.
Legislatively dog-fighting offences are primarily considered within animal 
welfare and animal protection law. But from a green criminological perspec-
tive, the harms caused to non-human animals are a primary concern, where 
dog-fighting and other animal harm activities need to be considered not just in 
the context of whether they are organised or serious crime that criminology and 
criminal justice would normally consider, but also because they represent crimes 
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against animals that are of significance to how society deals with violence and 
deviance (Nurse 2016; Beirne 2007). Thus, justice approaches need to consider 
how to address anthropocentric attitudes towards non-human animals and the 
failure to afford appropriate priority to these even where legislation mechanisms 
exist. But as this article outlines, an effective response requires allying the animal 
harm aspects with the organised crime aspects in order to holistically address the 
realities of contemporary dog-fighting as both animal abuse crime and organised 
crime.
Heger (2011) suggested one approach to professional dog-fighting offences 
was to ‘follow the money’. At the more professional end where the illegal gam-
bling aspects involve large sums of money in the hundreds of thousands and a 
higher level of sophistication exists in the breeding and handling of dogs and in 
financial arrangements, not only is dog-fighting highly organised, it is also big 
business. Thus, in addition to the investigative techniques of surveillance, infiltra-
tion and undercover work and assessment of harm caused to dogs already iden-
tified as appropriate law enforcement techniques for this kind of crime, other 
techniques such as forensic accounting and the investigation of assets (including 
the dogs themselves) that are linked to or a consequence of dog-fighting are also 
appropriate. Calculating how organised networks and individuals within those 
networks have profited from dog-fighting, provides a means to pursue seizure of 
any assets and the forfeiture of profits derived from dog-fighting, as a clear objec-
tive of the prosecutorial process. In principle this approach can also be applied to 
the gambling profits and assets of the disorganised dog-fighting networks.
For both the organised and disorganised end, addressing the animal abuse 
aspects is also necessary and a priority from a species justice perspective. Fight-
ing dogs suffer abuse and a range of harms in training, during fights and fre-
quently afterwards (especially those dogs that lose their fights). Animal welfare 
law often contains provisions that allow for individuals caught abusing animals 
to be banned from future animal ownership. These provisions should be routinely 
and stringently applied and those who fail to protect their dogs from the harms 
intrinsic to dog-fighting by virtue of their involvement in the activity should be 
prevented from having dogs by way of a lifetime ban. For the law to be effective 
in this area it needs to ensure not only that there is investigation and prosecution 
when dog-fighting is suspected, but once proved (and ideally convicted) preventa-
tive measures are also put in place to address the potential for reoffending.
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